Opinions about the reliability of news media have become largely dichotomised. The two major factions are those who embrace mainstream media and fundamentally trust them, and those who automatically reject mainstream news as propaganda. The aim of this study is to question and critique specifically the former view by pointing out the ideologically charged nature of mainstream news, while, at the same time, distancing itself from the latter extreme as well. The current system of news-making, it will be argued, essentially limits the presentable perspectives to those of the elite and the establishment, and breeds conformism. To demonstrate my points, I will analyse the coverage of the attack on the United Nations aid convoy in Urum al-Kubra on 19 September 2016. The analysis is limited to four major British news outlets. The focus will be on how the media subtly attach credibility to certain sources while discrediting or dismissing other, no less informative ones, based on the ideological favourability of what information they have to share. Discursive strategies of interest are foregrounding and backgrounding, the inclusion and exclusion of information, the embracing and questioning of sources, and the promoting and discrediting of views, etc. The main emphasis will be on the false impression of factuality and the unquestioning acceptance of otherwise highly questionable claims or allegations.
Introduction
When in May 2016 I was listening to an enlightening talk given by a refugee from Northwestern Syria, I realised how striking the difference was between his account and experiences of the events, and the way they were presented in the Western corporate news media. His introduction of a new perspective into the overwhelmingly homogeneous perception of the situation in the war in Syria was the first time I had become directly confronted with the existence of viewpoints divergent from the takenfor-granted 'truths' of the Western mainstream press. I had it as a first-hand experience of how difficult it is to construct an alternative point of view when the information available is constantly presented from one specific perspective, and with one specific agenda behind it. First and foremost, he refuses to call the conflict a civil war, a point of view which I also adopt, and instead considers it -boldly, yet appropriately -the destruction of Syria. As he argues, it can hardly be considered a civil war when there are fighters from over 80 foreign countries participating in or assisting the fights on the soil of a sovereign nation (Barrett 2014; Shiraz 2016 ) -not to mention numerous foreign governments arming and funding various warring factions, pursuing their own geopolitical, economic, or ideological agendas.
His talk initiated a desire in me to investigate the issue of the war in Syria and its media coverage, which eventually has born this study. The first section deals with the system of news production in general. Relying heavily on Herman and Chomsky's (1988) 'Propaganda Model', it will be shown that potential news events have to pass several criteria or filters in order to become news in the first place. While the selection of news items is already an ideological process, the content that eventually does 'make it' to the news encounters additional filters, which further exclude alternative points of view or, indeed, whole events. Such a system of news-making, it will be argued, essentially limits the presentable perspectives to, by and large, those of the elite and the establishment, and breeds conformism. To demonstrate my points, in the second section I will analyse the corporate news coverage of the attack on a United Nations aid convoy in Urum al-Kubra on 19 September 2016. Due to spatial limitations, the focus will be specifically on British corporate news media coverage. Therefore, references to, observations about, or judgments of 'corporate media', 'mass media' or 'Western media' here are meant to be understood in the British context, even though it is assumed that the patterns, strategies, and ideologies discussed are, in this case, largely shared by European and North American corporate media in general as well.
It is important to emphasise that this study is not an investigation for the 'truth', nor does it aim at drawing comparisons between Western mainstream media and their adversarial counterparts. Although the object of investigation and critique is British corporate news, it is not intended to disregard, let alone deny, the applicability of the same criticisms to 'enemy media' as well. In addition, this critique does not aim at denigrating the work of journalists themselves. Instead, it asserts that the discrepancies pointed out are largely systemic, and thus the perpetuation of these problems does not necessarily require more than simply acting within the confines of the system, even with the best of intentions and journalistic integrity. The overall aim is to critically analyse the attribution of credibility through various discursive strategies to ideologically favourable sources while discrediting unfavourable ones in the British mainstream press. 2 Beneath the Veil of 'Freedom'
The Political Economy of News Media
Despite the apparent variety of different news outlets, each of which is eager to trumpet their independence and objectivity, it is essential to realise that the corporate media are devoid neither of owners nor of powerful external actors whose interests must be attended to (Chomsky 1989; Goodall, et al. 1994, 17-18; Herman and Chomsky 1988) .
As the designation 'corporate media' already suggests, they are owned by large private corporations -a fact whose consequences are rarely given sufficient thought when consuming news. These corporations are no different from regular businesses in the sense that their primary goal is to make a profit. Such profit orientation has a profound, multidirectional impact on the entire process of news production, from the selection of newsworthy items to the final article or report itself (Fowler 1991, 20-22; Lippmann 1922, 126-127; van Dijk 1988b, 120-121) .
On the one hand, the operations of news media have to satisfy not only the owners and managers of the corporation itself but, more importantly, also those who provide financial, material, or other contributions, such as advertisers, banks, news agencies, and other sources of information (Herman and Chomsky 1988) . As Freedman writes, when one considers the financial, ideological, and regulatory pressures newspapers have to face from "investors, shareholders and government itself, it becomes clear that [. . . ] spaces for radical content are always going to be very fragile" in "a newspaper whose ultimate responsibility is to make a profit" (2014, 130) . By shedding a negative light on the activities, products, services, or general operations of these partners, news outlets would risk significant -and permanent -financial losses. Thus, the project could easily end up in a downward spiral where budgetary constraints would lead to decreasing exposure, which, in turn, would result in further financial difficulties. Similarly, if journalists or reporters represent as questionable the validity and reliability of information provided by their regular sources, which they may well be and often are, those sources may perceive it as a threat to their reputation (Herman and Chomsky 1988, 22) .
As a consequence, newsmakers would have to rely on more costly and slower ways of accessing information, and/or on less established sources with less authority, whereby they would inevitably lose out on the market. Such pressures result in an effective self-censorship, where restrictions are implemented not so much by coercion as rather out of fear of offending influential partners (Chomsky 1989, 48) . Thus, newsmakers internalise the standards and develop a sense of what is likely to achieve success and appreciation, and what is not (van Dijk 1988b, 120) , whereby ideology is concealed and becomes inseparable from perceived professionality.
Corporate media systematically promote a Western elite perspective (van Dijk 1991, 33) . The most common and well-regarded informants or interviewees in news reports are authority figures of some kind, such as officials, politicians, executives or managers, military leaders, the police, etc. Thus, news events "are already predefined by public authorities" whose "documents and information are taken [. . . ] to be the definition of the news situation." (van Dijk 1988b, 8) At the same time, their counterparts, such as demonstrators, activists, dissidents, strikers, etc., receive comparatively little, if any, publicity. Even when their voices are heard, they tend to be presented in a negative light and their statements are much more likely to be called into question or discredited, their concerns trivialised. In short, mainstream news is primarily both about and by the elite and authorities, whereby "the 'common sense' of the institutionalized status quo is ingrained in the discourse." (Fowler 1991, 125) It, then, becomes clear that newsworthiness is not judged based primarily on relevance or usefulness for the public (van Dijk 1988b, 122) . News items tend to be framed so as to allow only limited space and depth for criticism of the powers that be (Chomsky 1989, 10; ibid., 75) . Problems are usually presented as discrepancies within an otherwise well-functioning system rather than as discrepancies of the system per se, since primary informants have a vested interest in maintaining the status quo (Freedman 2014, 138) . Therefore, mainstream media rarely challenge the pre-existing, dominant ideologies and stereotypes of a respective society (Lippmann 1922, 84-89) , and largely operate as a platform where social hierarchies and inequalities of power are further reproduced (van Dijk 1988b, 87; 1993) .
The Role of the Public
The apparent powerlessness of the public notwithstanding, the key to overcoming the manipulative effects of the system lies in the general population as much as in direct participants in the news-making process. What the political economy approach to news media criticism fails to emphasise is that the public is not merely a passive recipient (Freedman 2014, 117; ibid., 123) . Herman and Chomsky have little interest in what the population can do, except for a call for activism or direct action in their Conclusion and a brief, rather patronising remark on the detrimental consequences of a "passive, apathetic" population "diverted to consumerism or hatred of the vulnerable" in Chomsky's later work (2016, 56) . This is where the socio-cognitive approach of Lippmann (1922) and van Dijk (1988a; 1988b) , among others, to public opinion and discourse, respectively, comes to complement the political economic critique. There is no doubt that in the current capitalist media structure the vast majority of the population is denied access to participation in public discourse (Freedman 2014, 132; van Dijk 1991, 37-38 ). Yet as long as the public continues to seek ideological confirmation and comfort in news, misinformation, be it systematic or self-imposed, is inevitable in any system (Goodall, et al. 1994, 14) . It is true that people, by nature, pay attention "to those facts which support [their system of stereotypes], and [are] diverted from those which contradict it" (Lippmann 1922, 88-89) , whereby a stereotype "stamps itself upon the evidence in the very act of securing the evidence." (ibid., 73) This is true especially when the established in-group ideologies and the perception of the Self and the Other are contradicted (Zima 1989, 349 ). Yet despite it being a natural human attitude, it can be overcome through awareness, conscious thought, and self-reflection. To be sure, these do not enable people to make objective judgments, but, more importantly, they lead to the treatment of one's codes, views, and ways of perceiving reality in terms of 'particularity' rather than 'universality' (ibid., 56). It is therefore indispensable for the public, as well as journalists and reporters, to leave their comfort zones and be open to engage in controversial topics, and to become receptive to the validity of alternative narratives and points of view.
detailed and, in fact, indispensable insight into the workings of news discourse. Through the example of the aid convoy attack, I intend to demonstrate the ideological influences of the corporate media system, examined in the previous chapter, on the product and, consequently, on the reader. The overall purpose is not so much to complement the articles in question with facts, but rather to reflect on and critique the double standards the mainstream news media apply towards in-group and out-group members, as well as ideologically favourable and unfavourable informants and information.
The Case
In the evening hours of 19 September 2016, a United Nations humanitarian aid convoy was attacked while unloading at the Syrian Arab Red Crescent warehouse in Urum alKubra. In the attack over a dozen people were reportedly killed and 18 of the 31 trucks carrying humanitarian supply were destroyed. According to witnesses, the assault was continuous and lasted for several hours (Chulov and Shaheen 2016) . The events resulted in an aggressive finger-pointing mostly between the United States and Russia, who was immediately blamed for the attack. News outlets, which, as of late, show a remarkable obsession with Russia and the U.S. vs. Russia chess game of negotiations, have paid extensive coverage to the occurrences, the aftermath, and the investigations. As it will be demonstrated, Western corporate media have exploited the tragedy in a propagandistic manner by embracing and unquestioningly reinforcing the ideologically favourable narrative, with little factual basis backed up by investigations and evidence.
Replacing Evidence with Blind Trust
The day following the incident, the Pentagon already claimed to know that the attack was a Russian airstrike, and the press unquestioningly embraced the U.S. American narrative. The accusation is based solely on the eye witness accounts of two unnamed U.S. officials in a private interview with Reuters, saying that two Russian Sukhoi SU-24 jets were seen at the time of the attack (Stewart and Dalgleish 2016 ). Yet in no mainstream news article is the reliability of those officials and their 'evidence' questioned. Instead of pointing out the scarcity of proof, the articles covering the event reinforce the cred- authority. Therefore, the public is very likely to read his claims with the presumption that he, as a high-ranking officer, does base his conclusions on some evidence and facts.
Consequently, the articles endow the highly questionable U.S. American claims of a definitive Russian airstrike with an unreasonably high truth value.
On the other hand, Western media apply a 'guilty until proven innocent' approach,
where Russia and Syria are expected to disprove whatever the West accuses them ofregardless of whether there is any evidence to support these accusations to begin with.
Russia is repeatedly discredited as only making "sensational claims" and defying rational accusations by the West "despite evidence that its own forces may have been responsible" (Dearden 2016) , which, in reality, does not exist. Note the contradictory use of "evidence", which implies absolute certainty, and "may", which marks possibility. What the sentence actually says, in an upside-down manner, is that Russian involvement cannot be excluded nor proved; in short, no one knows what truly happened. According to The Independent, Russians carry out only a "supposed analysis" (ibid.), and "float several alternative scenarios, which were dismissed by experts" (ibid.). Indeed, Russian responsibility of the attack is presented to be so self-evident that the US has "swiftly" (ibid.) arrived at the conclusion Russia was responsible, and counter-arguments have been, again, "swiftly rejected" (ibid.) by experts. It is, however, not once mentioned, let alone questioned, who those experts actually are and what evidence enables them to arrive at such 'swift' conclusions, apart from a self-imposed sense of infallibility, because none has been provided to the public. The only 'argument' is that Russia's theories "[seek] to implicate the Nobel Prize-nominated White Helmets group of rescue volunteers" (ibid.), which can hardly be considered a refutation. The possibility is rejected not by providing evidence, or at least a rational argument, but by suggesting that the White Helmets would never participate in misinformation as nominees for the Nobel Peace Prize -a piece of information which is absolutely irrelevant in this context but seeks to further reinforce the credibility of the group. It must be emphasised, however, that the problem is not the critical attitude towards Russian or Syrian claims but that no such approach is adopted when tackling the claims of 'our' informants.
Marginalising Dissent
While the ideologically favourable narrative is consistently foregrounded and reinforced, its actual fragility receives but marginal attention. The day after the attack, the United Nations issued a statement through spokesman Jens Laerke saying: "We are not in a position to determine whether these were in fact airstrikes. We are in a position to say that the convoy was attacked." (Borger and Ackerman 2016b) That is, while the U.S.
confidently accuses Russia of having committed an airstrike -and the media follow suit, the UN states that there is no evidence that the attack was an airstrike to begin with, let alone a Russian one. Ironically, this clarification, which reveals that the U.S. American claims are fundamentally unfounded, is quoted under all of the aforementioned headlines by The Guardian, The Independent, or The Daily Mail. In short, these news outlets elevate to a prominent -headline -position a claim that is shown, in the very same articles, to have no factual basis whatsoever. Nevertheless, none of the articles allows instance. Also, note that Bjorgo, unlike Bromley, is not referred to as an expert, which falsely indicates a professional hierarchy between the two. The emphasis and insistence on Bromley's claim provides a faux impression of closure, confirmation, and comfort that the favourable narrative has been the correct one all along, while, in fact, there have been no new developments and no more is known than before -a condition which is, admittedly, much less attractive to report than the illusion of knowledge, truthfulness aside.
The Requirements of Expertise
Although there are numerous references to experts, who reportedly refute or dismiss certain claims while confirming others, there is very little discussion about who they actually are and why they are considered experts in the first place. planted there, or that the pictures are fake." (ibid.) While the news media at large dismiss these as nothing more than "absurd" suppositions or conspiracy theories "typical of pro-Kremlin social media commentators" (ibid.) -which is expected to serve the purpose of a refutation -they have, in fact, very real substance. First of all, Bellingcat can never be certain about authenticity when working with second-or third-hand material. In fact, it was Bellingcat itself who had 'proved' that Russia had manipulated the released satellite images of the Malaysia Airlines case in Ukraine, so they must be familiar with the potential dangers of relying on mediated data. Secondly, as the photographs analysed had not been taken immediately after the attack (the attack took place at night, while the photographs were taken in broad daylight), it is impossible to tell for certain whether or not the remnants had indeed been planted there subsequently. Moreover, as mentioned before, the rescue workers, who provided the photographs and recordings, are financially and ideologically tied to the West, and do have a history of staging, falsifying, or eliminating evidence. Bellingcat makes hasty conclusions by singling out one item that confirms the dominant, desirable theory, while dismissing the environment and other indicators, which happen to contradict the promoted story.
What is striking in the news coverage of Bellingcat's analyses is that the reliability of the organisation is never questioned. Regardless of how much The Independent compliments Bellingcat as "self-taught open data experts and citizen journalists" (McKernan 2016), they have no more professional background than their counterparts discredited as "social media commentators" and "bloggers" (ibid.) -a term that has been applied to Bellingcat by professional experts (Bidder 2015) . For instance, in relation to their supposed proof of Russian manipulation of satellite images, German forensic expert Jens Kriese expressed criticism in an interview with Der Spiegel, saying that the method Bellingcat had used (Error Level Analysis) is necessarily "subjective and not based entirely on science", "is a method used by hobbyists", and "doesn't prove anything." (ibid.)
Even the creator of the tool the organisation used, Neal Krawetz, distanced himself from Bellingcat's claims and remarked that it was an excellent example of "how to not do image analysis." (ibid.) Despite an apparent lack of competence and of a professional scientific approach, however, the group is still introduced as "well regarded for their work" (McKernan 2016); their trustworthiness and reliability are taken for granted and they remain a prominent source of analyses concerning the Syrian conflict. In short, knowledgeability and expertise are determined not based on professionality but based on affiliations -the prerequisite for being considered an expert is the confirmation of the ideologically useful narrative (Herman and Chomsky 1988, 23) .
Conclusion
As this paper has sought to demonstrate, the keyword here is illusion. As opposed to centralised media, corporate media manage to maintain the illusion of independence and the illusion of objectivity and factuality. This is exactly why it is much more difficult to recognise ideologies or bias in corporate news -they work in a significantly more subtle way and thus usually pass unnoticed. Instead of explicitly telling the audience what to think, such a system rather aims at influencing how the public will think, and about which issues. (van Dijk 1988a, 208 ) Thus, the reader will likely arrive at the 'desired conclusion' by their own 'free' thinking, either unaware of or unconcerned by the ideologies and agendas hidden behind the façade of the 'free press'. As seen from the examples, the key to the success of news discourse in directing public views and thinking is unconditional trust and uncritical reading. Therefore, it is necessary to adopt a critical approach to news consumption, regardless of where it comes from, in order to resist the manipulative influence of biased, ideologically charged, and often misinformed or uninformed news content.
It is, therefore, indispensable for both the reader and the reporter or journalist to acknowledge that one "is only a small part of the world, that [one's] intelligence catches at best only phases and aspects in a coarse net of ideas" (Lippmann 1922, 68) , and to act accordingly. It is only then that "when we use our stereotypes, we tend to know that they are only stereotypes, to hold them lightly, to modify them gladly." (ibid.) Such awareness and openness for self-correction is the essence of intellectual growth and cultural learning. Moreover, the prerequisite for a propaganda system to remain effective is that the vast majority of the population, for whatever reason, cling to the comfort of conformism. The media essentially count on what Lippmann, Bernays, and others call the 'herd mentality' of the population, (Bernays 1928; Fowler 1991, 232; Lippmann 1922) and on public "consent to domination" (Wetherell and Potter 1992, 85) . It follows that, in a truly democratic society, the effectiveness of manipulation is undermined as soon as the public engages in critical reading and thinking (Fowler 1991, 232) . The solution lies in the exposure to alternative, dissenting, and often contradicting perspectives. They provide additional aspects of and insights into the issues in question. It is important for the public not to adopt the 'competition narrative' of media organisations, which encourages an either/or view. On the contrary, various sources of news need to be seen in terms of mutual complementation, where exposure to as many distinct points of view as possible is encouraged instead of the rejection of all but one's own.
In order to avoid implying that all the burden, not to mention blame, is on the public, however, I would like to end with a note to intellectuals in general, and journalists in particular. In many respects, the current distrust in the media and in the so-called 'liberal' intellectuals is a result of their failure to connect with the public. Yet the very same people and organisations responsible for this alienation, instead of engaging in selfexamination, blame their losses on the victims: the public. Dominant 'liberal' voices, be they the media, politicians, entertainers, or commentators, have embraced a form of patronising, holier-than-thou attitude towards the population. Most worrying of all, perhaps, is that they have adopted the approach -traditionally associated with, though certainly not limited to, the right-wing -of throwing in unsubstantiated claims with no evidence and argumentation, hoping that constant repetition would eventually suffice.
Mainstream news reporters and journalists have become so far detached from the public, so unaccustomed to debates that they are often unable to handle a situation when they are questioned or simply have to explain themselves. It is, however, indispensable for intellectuals to be able to engage in and deal with situations where not everyone is only nodding in agreement and acceptance. They need to re-connect with the public through discussion and debate, and to serve a truly informational and educational purpose, while themselves being open for learning and self-correction. The purpose of news-making and journalism should not be to serve the establishment, thus reproducing the existing power structures, nor to provide comfort. Instead, it should ideally
